NUMEROUS studies have examined physical and psychological factors associated with sport-related injuries.
1,2 Many athletic trainers and therapists (ATs) are incorporating psychological research and behavior-change strategies for injury management.
3 This report reviews a framework for understanding the role of psychological factors in injury prevention and recovery, which is specifically focused on an injured athlete's social support.
Stress-Injury Model
Williams and Andersen developed the stress-injury model, 4 which is the theoretical basis for many studies on psychosocial factors related to injury in sport. The stress response is influenced by a number of factors that include stressful situations (i.e., demanding practice, crucial competition), a previous history of certain stressors, personality characteristics, and coping mechanisms. An individual is more likely to consider a situation stressful if he or she has a previous history of stressors, has personality characteristics that exacerbate the stress response, and lacks coping resources. There is an association between stress reactivity and risk of sport injury. 2, 5 Many factors can influence the stress response. Stressors include life event stress, daily hassles, and previous injury. Personality characteristics of hardiness, locus of control, sense of coherence, competitive trait anxiety, and achievement motivation have also been related to stress and injury risk. Coping resources include general coping behaviors (e.g., sleep patterns and nutritional habits), social support systems, and psychological coping skills (e.g., stress management and mental skills).
2 A positive relationship has been identified between a previous history of stress (including negative and positive life events) and occurrence of sport-related injury. Multiple studies have identified a link between general coping resources and sport injury.
Coping resources include a variety of behaviors and social systems that help the individual deal with stress. Resources can be environmental, such as a social support system or personal, such as emotional control.
2 Individuals who possess coping resources (i.e., general coping behaviors, social support, and psychological coping skills) can better deal with stress, and they are less prone to injury. Social support has been shown to be very effective for stress management, which is particularly relevant to ATs who can help athletes develop coping resources.
Social Support and Injury Risk and Prevention
Shumaker and Brownell 10 define social support as "an exchange of resources between at least two or more individuals perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to enhance the well-being of the recipient." Family members, partners, peers, teammates, coaches, and others who are close to an athlete can influence the athlete's behavior. An athletic trainer or therapist can serve as a social support resource for the athlete, and in many cases, an AT is the primary source of social support for many athletes during the injury recovery process.
Multiple studies have demonstrated that athletes who lack social support are more prone to injury and that those with a high level of social support have fewer injuries.
11-13 Others have identified a link between negative life events and injury among athletes who lack social support and poor coping skills. 14 Maddison and Prapavessis 9 found that social support, coping habits, and previous injury interacted to strengthen the relationship between life stress and injury. When analyzing a single factor in isolation, the relationship to injury was relatively weak. Petrie 15 presented the idea that social support influences the effect of a high level of life stress. An athlete who has a high level of social support seem to be protected from injury, but a low level of social support can significantly increase vulnerability to injury during life stress.
Social Support as a Rehabilitation Strategy
Studies that have examined the link between social support and injury recovery have produced different results.
6 Some studies have demonstrated a positive relationship between social support and treatment adherence 16, 17 and an increased recovery rate for injured athletes. 18 Research has consistently demonstrated that social support is important in reducing stress among injured athletes and improving motivation during rehabilitation. 8, 19 A survey of ATs revealed that athletes who had a high level of social support were more likely to cope successfully during injury rehabilitation.
20
Sport injury can produce a variety of stressors for the competitive athlete. Coping with stress can take an emotional toll on an athlete and may adversely affect recovery (e.g., loss of independence, diminished social status, decreased capacity to perform, exposure to pain, threat of disfigurement, potential for permanent disability, risk of death). 20 Consequently, there is a need to help athletes cope with stressors while recovering from injury.
Types of Social Support
A functional and disaggregated approach may maximize the positive effects of social support. 21 Social support is grouped into three major categories: (a) emotional support, (b) informational support, and (c) tangible support ( Emotional challenge Challenging behaviors that produce self-reflection.
Informational support
Reality confirmation Knowing people share similar views and perceptions of the world.
Task appreciation Being acknowledged for your work.
Task challenge Being challenged in your ways of thinking and doing your work to improve your skills.
Tangible support
Material assistance Monetary or material rewards.
Personal assistance Getting help in the form of time, expertise, and knowledge, etc., to help with accomplishments.
